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IBSTRACT ^ : ' ' 

I To study the ef#e<*ts of tehavlng inconsistently" with 

a central Attitude, subjects (N=77V« filled out a "Contemporary Social 
Issues Oueitionnaire," and then cospleteia sex-role or n^n -sex-role 
loqlc problem. It was hypothesized thAt subjects who <?core high on a 
fe«lnls« sc^le and who fall to solv^ a .sex- role ^roblei, thus 
de«onstratii^g sexist thinking, will! be motivate to adopt fejninist 
behaTlor aore than subjects who are eil^her lower in fe«tnisB or who 
do not fail ».uch a probles. SiWe the.* attitude Is'^central, attitude 
bolsterlnq rather than change in the ^flirection of the b^haviot should 
be th^ preferred »ode of inconsistency reduction for such subjects. 
Bolstering, in the form of positive affirmatlTe action decisions, n-as 
generally demonstrated by "sublects who failed the 'feek-rolfe problem, 
an effect tore jironounced for those highest in feminism. No such 

affirmative action ^decisions were observed for subjects 
who did not fail, the sex-role problem. Results suppo^^t the view that 
threats to one's self-image causfed by one's own counter-attltudlnal 
actions lead to .attempts to* reestablish those threatened'values. 
Cdiiditions are identified under which bolstering, rather than 
attitude change in the <Wrection of the behavior, should be expected. 
(Aathor/NRB> " ' 
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One of thu most I'psearched lasut^a In Horlnl psyc.liology over tlio last t 
def.ndt«3 haa beS^he offocts of enHaglni;^ in counti-r nttltudlna^, dissonance 
IndurtuH behavior (^>n subspqiiont nttltiulos. PlHrtoniUuo rodur.tlon In tho 
form <^f attitude chanpo han beon «hown to occur when the counter attiludina 
behrtvlor is adopted under conditions of low external J us 1 1 f Icat ion , -w4ien 

• "V 

there Is a, se^ise of persona I. respons lb 11 1 ty in adotping tho behavior, and 

when^ actual or poLenLial aversivo couKequen^en fol,Iow from the behavior. 

While most of the dissonance research^has focust^d on attitude change 

» 

Itf t^e direction of tb>e counter attitudinal behavior, there is no reason 
to assume that this Is the primary mpde of dissonance reduction. ,A second 
form of dissonance reduction Involves a bolstering of the Initial attlH:ude. 
When tho original attitude is especially stropg and central , " Involving -q 
large degt:ee of prior commitment, dissonance reduction following counter 
attitudinal' behavior is more likely to Involve a bolsj.ering of the Initial 
attitude system. This bolstering will serve to reestablish the validity 
of the actor's Initial set of central, self-relevant beliefs. In contrast, 
when the Initial attitude* is not highly central, change In the counter 
attitudinal direction rather than bolstering should be the ipreferred 
mode of dissonance reduction. 

... ' • » . 

In line with this attitude b6lsterlng argument, Festlnget, Rlecken, 

and Schachtor (1956) nohexperlmentally studied a group of religious fantatlc 

who had predicted the end of the world. When the predicted dopmsday came 

and passe<l, ^members did not weaken their belief system or commitment to 

the, group. Rather they attempted to bolster their Initial beliefs by 

adopting behavior consistent yith those beliefs — by proselytizing new 

members, ^ . . ^ * * ^ 



E)^p^rimentally , Steele (1975) tliroatened HubJcHtshy label Ingthew 

as apathetic and unconcerned about tlie welfare of otherH. Tha«e subjects * 

responded positively to a subsequent request for help In a community pro- 

" ' ' / - ^ - 

Ject, Similarly, Dutton I,ake (1973) told a group of- white studentH wh6 
valued rJicUl equality that Oielr' physiological ro.sponsoK to slides tndi- 

• • - 

cated an underlying prejudice. Such threatfl to a central value Jed to an - 
increaf^e in donations to a black panhandler. . \ , 

Both, of these experimental studies Involved an external agent v%'ho ^ 
labelled tjlie subject with a counter a 1 1 1 tudina I position. In neither 
^ case was^ there a fr^el/ chosen behavior as^would be necessary for dissonance 

' ■ - ■ * ' \ 

arousal. Consistent with dissonance theory, the present study involved a ^ 

threat to a central attitude that s^^jy^f^l from the subject's own freely 

chosen and naturally occurrJLng behavior. In addition,* the present s^udy 

tested the proposition that the conditions necessary for such attitude 

bolstering involve the strength of the subject's initial attitudes and the 

situc^tion surrounding the adoption of the discrepant behavl-or. That is, 

only subjects who'have strong ^nd .central initial attitudes should use 

attitude bolstering as a modcj of incons^p<:ency reduction. 

One value that finds widespread support on college campuses Is 

feminism. Yet, behavior of even the most ardent feminist appears sexist 

at times. The authors recently came upon a Togic problem J^hat few college 

students are hble to solve and which clearly indicates sex role stereotypic 

thinking. The problem is as follows: 

^'A father and his son are out driving. They are involved in an 
accident. The father is killed and the son is in critical condition. 
The. son is rushed to the hospital and prepared for t;fie operation. \ The 
doctor comes in, Tsees the patient, and exclaims, 'I can't operate^i It's 
my son!" 



^^^JoctH are MMked to provide the most logical explanation for the 

set of clrcuniHtaui'es provided. (;t:>rkln (Note I) found tluit only 18';!; of 

his suhJectM IdonMfloil the mother as tlie doctor In tliLs situation. This 

occurred dc^spl^te the fact that virtually all subjects indicated that fouii- 

nlsm w^ls very Important in their system of values. 

(onsisten;: wltli the prior reasmjijrtT?; one should predict that for 

subjactH who highly valiie a f^lnlst position, the incorfsls tency aroused 

by failure to solve this problem should be reduced by attitude bolstering 

as demonstrated l)v adopting behavior that indicates a non-se^Jist position. 

Dn the other hand, subjects who fail the sex rile problem, but who are 

not stronH;^ly committed to a femirflst position, shoulci resolv6 any Incon- 

sistencles between attitudes -and behavior by changing 'at ti tudes in the 

direction of the .discreparv*: behavior, l.e,, they should become, less 

feminist. 

. ' - ' 

^ Method ' * 

The jiubjects for the study were 7 7 'jjnder Graduates who were recruited 
from introductory psychology'' courses , Each subject i^as randomly assigned 
to an exper ifhental condition. All subjects initially filled out a "Con- 
temporary Social Issues Questionnaire" which included attitudes toward 
feminism, e,g., "sons in a family should "^be" given mofe encouragement to 

r 

go to college than daughters." Subjects in the experimental conditions 
were then presented with a logic problem to solve. They were given 
either the sex role problem in which f^ilur^ to Identify the doctor 
as the' boy's mother Indicated traditional sex-typed thinking, or a non 
sex-role problem (a dc<t connecting problem). This' latter group ensured 
that any observed effects were not simply due to a failure experience. 
After subjects attempted one' or. the other problem, the experimenter showed 
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l\mm the coriiH'i anHWt^r. Tlie^ experlnuMU er did not dlscuHS tfiG answer or 
mention how othe^^ sub Ject.s had perfoniuuL Control subjects were ^iven 
neltlier problem, Thoy simply filled out iho InltlAl questionnaire before 
. doing the eittltude measure. 

. At this pol-ftt, the experimenter Introduced a separat^e study of how 
people process Information to arrive at legal cf^clslons. This involved an 
afflrmatlv%> action lawsuit In which a woman cialnieJ thtit she had been 
denied a university faculty position because of her sex. The specific 
facts of the case aad the qualifications oT this woman and of the man 
hired were presented- Subjects were asked the following: 1) to reach a 
verdict ranging from acquitting the university to finding the univ^erslty 
guilty with severe penalties, 2) to rate how Justified was the decision 
to hire the man, and 3) to rate 5 questions assessing general' a^ttitudes - ^ 
toward hiring women and^ minorities (which were combined into 1 ibem). 
These measYrre?; constituted the major dependent variables In the study. 

/To reduce the possibility of demand factors, the following precau- 
tions were ^undertaken: 1) embedding the 5 feminist questions in a 20 
item scale so that the feminist aspects of the study were not so salient, 
2)*^ taking great care to separate the various phases of the study, (i.e 
the questionnaire, the'ldglc problem * ancV the affirmative action decision) 
The experimenter indicated that she knew little about the legal case 
study. She told the subjects to put their answers in a stamped envelope 
addi^ssed to another part of the state. She was not in the room when 
subjects filled out the affijrmative action booklet* : 

^ . ^-^^--T r- 

— t _Eei^^rfnts 

A multivariate analysis of variance was performed on the. 3 dependent 
measures derived from the lawsuit. The effects of feminism .(treated as a 
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ConMnuous vnrinbic) and problem comlltlon (hox role, dot conrtectlnn, no. 
problem) on thoBe ineaHurt^a were examined. The efj^^||^of problem oondUlon 
was highly stKnlftrant. The untvarlfite tents reviyled that, for ciuh 
Item, subjects \f\\o galled the Hex role problem were more positive to- 
ward af ElTmattve action. Unexpectedly, the multivariate analysis re- 
vealed no ^ffect for Initial femlnl Hni score . ' 

It was predicted that bolHturlng by Bex role problem Hubjccts (In 
the form of support for affirmative action) would be shown primarily by 
subjects high In feminism. This predicted interaction betv^een initial 
feminism score and problem condition was marginally significant (p < .11). 
However, post hoc tests lent greater support to our hypothesis. For 
ex<imple^ the Multiple R for the dependent measures regressed on feminism 
scores for th^ sex role problem subjects was .71. The corresponding R's 
for the dot-connecting .and control subjects were .29 and .21. Fisher 
exact tests showed that the Multiple R for the sjex role problem differed 
slgnlf 1 cantly from both of these groups. Taken together, these results ^ 
supported the hypothfes that the effects of falling the sex ro^e problem 
were greatest for the high feminism subjects. 
, Evidence for the interaction between feminism and problem condition 

wi/s obtained despite the fact that few of the >Jubjects were actually ''low'* 
on the feminism scale. The range of stores was 5 (highest feminism) to 
/ . 30. The mean for all subjects was 13.6, a quite feminist position. No 
strongly non-feminist positions were represented. Thus, even subjects tii 
the lower third of feminist scores may have shown attltudo bolstering 
following failure on the sex role problem.* If the entire range of feminist 
positions had'been represented% one would hav^ expected to find a main 
^^^^effect for initial feminism on-affirmative action decisions. Moreover, had 
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tliere been moro^v^fr^mUylsi h In llie .sample, perluips an even stronger liull- 
cation of the interaction between ^'emlTrl sifl and problem condition wotild 
have resulted. 

' , Discussion 
■ " - V. ~ ^ 

Willie prln^acy, Hallence, and impresalon managonieut interpretations 

of those dala cannot be eliminated, the results are quite couHlstent v^l^h 
n^ssonaace interpretation. In addition t(JL violating, and thereby 
tlircaten'lnK, .self-rolevnnt exjiec t/inc les , foiling the sex Tole logic prableni 
a'-Lso Involved tlv«. -other characteristics necessary fo'r dissonance arousal. 
A high degree of choice and responsibility was Involved. The sexist be- 
havior is clearly self-generated. Furthermore, failing the sex role " 
problem involved the potential for aversive consV^queVices by 'recognizing 
the pervasiveness of sexist thinking in oneself.' \ ' 

While the present study wa^ not meant to address the self-percefjtion 
vs. dissonance controversy, there are sorae/^bservat ions to be -made. Sub- 
jects^ failed to adoptr^ behavior in-line wlt1i,the nonfeminist inference th^t 
might hav^ been drawn from their behavior. Rather, they behaved in 

manner .inconsis*tent with a self-perception theory that *j)roposes that in- 
^ ■ / , -J 

'ferences dra\m from j^ehavior will lead ,to subsequent . behavipr consistent 

with those Inferences. 



The goal for future research Is to determine: a) the long term effe,ct» 
;^on "highly committed subjects of engaging In counter-atti^udinal behavior, 
and b) a demonstration of the interactive effect between initial attitude 
and the sltuatiori surrounding t^e adoption of the discrepant behavior in 

♦ 

which both high and low cenuiiitment groups change In opposing directions 
(i-e., high subjects move in the direction ^^^^ initial attitude, while 
low subjects ^move in the direction of th9 coUnter-attitudinal behavior). 
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